Gautam R. Desiraju replies -The word cristal is most commonly used in Spanish to describe crystal and glass, unlike the English language, where 'crystal' refers only to high-quality glass, cut glass and so on. The word vidrio is not used so frequently.
Online comment could promote unfair criticism
Sir -David M. Eagleman and Alex O. Holcombe in their Correspondence "Improving science through online commentary" (Nature 423, 15; 2003) have proposed a web-based public arena for post-publication comment on scientific papers. Although we share these authors' concern that the slowness of peerreviewed publication holds up comment and rapid (or even any) transmission of corrections, thereby impeding scientific progress, we believe that their proposed solution, a direct link between a website and PubMed entries, itself suffers from difficulties.
Perhaps the most worrisome issue is the likely prevalence of axe-grinding and hidden vested interests on a notice board that is meant for posting logical flaws, experimental weaknesses, questionable assumptions, alternative explanations and even non-replications. Although the proposed moderator could perhaps filter out overtly hostile or libellous notes, it is hard to imagine that he or she would be able to evaluate data adduced as evidence of non-replication.
The idea of post-hoc review is a good one, but Eagleman and Holcome's proposed model amounts to a free-for-all, which might encourage ill-considered comment with the potential for damaging worthy science and scientists. One alternative is to provide independent scientific assessment of published papers directly linked to PubMed, as in a subscription service in which we participate (see www.facultyof1000.com). I would like to give my own view on some of the MRC's problems. First, timing is crucial: creating a huge centre before the people who will run it are identified has risks. If the centre does not work, it is likely that its leader will retire before this becomes evident, and others will be blamed for the failure. In the meantime, other scientists will be deprived of funding.
Andrew
George Radda, the MRC's current chief executive, says that if there had been no far-reaching goals 50 years ago, the double-helix structure of DNA would not have been solved. But this advance, as well as the solution of the first protein structures and protein sequencing, were made possible by three visionaries: John Bernal, Lawrence Bragg and John Randall. They had gathered the right people for the tasks and were powerful enough to obtain money from anywhere. The MRC deserves credit for funding these projects, but it did not hurry to create a new huge and expensive research centre in order to do so.
The MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology (LMB) in Cambridge was created more than ten years later, after six Nobel prizes were awarded and the seventh was in the pipeline. At that time, the MRC recognized that there was already a critical mass of scientists with proven abilities and that funding such a large institution would repay the investment. They were right: the LMB kept attracting more able scientists and several more Nobel prizes were won subsequently.
My second concern is how and why the system of awarding the remaining scarce money for grants was changed. Peerreview assessment is fundamental to the funding of science. In the past, project proposals were assessed by three to four referees, chosen by the relevant MRC committee. Now, proposals are sent to 24 referees and judged when about eight have replied. It is hard to imagine that they would all be well-informed (in my field, there are not 24 centres anywhere that are actively involved in research). Thus, referees are chosen by administrators, who do not have a broad view on who is competent to judge a project, instead of being chosen by practising scientists. The power has shifted from scientists to administrators.
My third concern is the system of marking of the projects: alpha (recommended for funding), beta (with reservations) and gamma (failed). The alpha projects are additionally subdivided, the highest being alpha-A. Many projects are marked alpha-A, several times more than there is money to fund. They cannot all be equally good, but because they all have the same mark, the committee is given the power to choose which grants to support on political or 'strategic' grounds, independent of merit. Moreover, 'strategic' funding can prejudice the chances of other, perhaps better, projects, as the MRC will consider that it already supports work in that field and that it prefers to shift funds to another field in the strategic plan.
